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ABSTRACT 
 
This treatise reports on a qualitative exploratory study that was aimed at identifying and 
describing the challenges experienced by single mothers who were students at a South 
African university. The researcher is of the view that single parenthood is a global challenge 
but very little has been done to explore this phenomenon in South Africa. A purposive 
convenience sample of four voluntary full time registered single mother students at a 
university in the Western Cape Province was utilised in the study. The participants ranged in 
age between eighteen and twenty three years and were English second language speakers. 
In-depth individual interviews were conducted with the four participants and the data were 
analysed into qualitative themes. The following main challenges for the sample of single 
mother university students emerged from the data: 
(i) Financial challenges. 
(ii) Concern for the general wellbeing of children. 
(iii) Difficulties regarding the separation of mother and child. 
(iv) The importance of tertiary education in finding future employment. 
(v) Dual role stress. 
Sub-themes within these main themes were also identified and discussed. Recommendations 
for future research, based on the findings of this study, are also offered.    
   
Keywords: Challenges, qualitative, single mothers, stress, student, university. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
 
While most people seem to maintain a reasonable level of functioning, despite 
difficulties, some find it hard to function normally under challenging circumstances. Being a 
single mother is a challenge in its own right, which is why the issue of single mothers who 
are also studying is well worth researching. 
Hammer and Turner (1996) state that single parents have been given many labels, 
such as lone parent, one-parent, and solo-parent family, and that some of these labels were 
rather derogatory. Single parenthood, irrespective of its origins, cannot be regarded as a 
single phenomenon; it is rather a chain of events that is associated with multiple effects on 
the adults and children involved. Hammer and Turner (1996) further elaborate that in the 
United States of America (USA) there has been a gradual, steady increase in the percentage 
of adults and children residing in single parent homes. In South Africa there is evidence that 
single parenthood is also increasing (Human Sciences Research Council,1996). 
A study conducted by Lieberman and Vaughn (1990) as cited in Huff & Thorpe 
(2005)on single mother university students, revealed that “these students faced greater 
challenges to their learning than ‘traditional’ students; some of these hurdles are financial, 
others involve child care, transportation, academic adjustment and lack of confidence” (p. 1). 
In the USA, the poverty rate of children living with single mothers with a high school 
education was found to be 69%, compared to the poverty rate of children living with mothers 
with a college degree, which was 16% (Johnson, Sum & Weill, 1988; Karger & Stoesz, 
1994). Huff and Thorpe (2005) further state that these single mothers face personal barriers 
such as finances, role conflicts between school and work, lack of time, insecurity, diminished 
self-esteem, and self-doubt. Globally, single mothers have experienced tremendous socio-
economic challenges due to lack of financial assistance, transport, medical assistance, and 
suitable shelter for mother and child (Cain &Combs-Orme, 2005; Huff & Thorpe, 2005; 
Ratel, 2005; Reed, 2005). 
In South Africa there is a lack of published scientific literature on single mothers who are 
also students. However, it appears that single mothers do face challenges. Bozolli (1995) as 
cited in Human Sciences Research Council (1996) states that families headed by women are 
more vulnerable to impoverishment than any other traditional families. 
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1.1 . Purpose of the study 
The purpose of this study was to explore, identify, and describe the challenges 
experienced by single mothers studying at a university in Cape Town, situated in the Western 
Cape Province of South Africa.  
 
1.2 . Division of chapters 
This, the first chapter, introduces the study and demarcates the chapters of the treatise. 
Chapter two discusses the conceptualisation of stress as the underlying theoretical construct 
informing this study of the challenges experienced by single mothers studying at a university. 
Chapter three reviews the research literature pertaining to the specific challenges experienced 
by single mother university students. Chapter four describes the research methodology used 
in the study. Chapter five highlights the categories of challenges that emerged from the data 
analysis, supported by relevant quotations from the participants’ interviews. In chapter six the 
challenges experienced by the participants are discussed in relation to the theoretical and 
empirical research literature reviewed in chapter two. Chapter seven concludes the study with 
an evaluation of whether the aims of the study were fulfilled and a brief discussion of the 
limitations of the study. The chapter also offers recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 
THEORETICAL GROUNDING OF THE STUDY 
This chapter focuses on the theoretical grounding for the exploration of the challenges 
experienced by single mother university students. 
 
2.1. Definition of stress 
It is important to have a meaningful understanding of the concept of stress before a 
discussion of the theories of stress can proceed.  
 Selye (1976) describes stress as “a state manifested by a syndrome which consists of 
all the non-specifically induced changes in a biologic system” (p. 64).  Lazarus and Folkman 
(1986) define psychological stress as “a relationship with the environment that a person 
appraises as significant for his or her well-being and in which the demands tax or exceed 
available coping resources” (p.63). 
It is in this regard that Lazarus and Folkman (1984) note that stress can be viewed in 
three ways, stimulus, response, and process. Stimulus refers to sources of stress or stressors 
which emanate from catastrophic events such as earthquakes and tornadoes. Less extreme 
events include major life events and chronic circumstances, such as living in crowded or 
noisy conditions. Response is the reaction of a person to a stressor or stress situation, and has 
two components: physiological (alarm, resistance, and exhaustion stages) and psychological 
(how demands are perceived and the ability to cope with such demands). Stress is seen as a 
process rather than as a stimulus or a response. Process is regarded as a series of interactions 
and adjustments between the person and the environment. This could mean that a person 
suffering from stress could be seen as playing a contributory role in influencing the impact of 
stress, through behavioural, cognitive, and emotional strategies.  
A further description of stress that is relevant is by Lazarus (1991), who states that 
rather than seeing stress as a specific kind of external stimulation or a specific pattern of 
physiological, behavioural or subjective reactions, stress should rather be seen as a 
transaction between an individual and their environment which develops psychologically, due 
to an individual’s perception of threat. 
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2.2. Stressors as component of stress 
In order to comprehend the development of stress it is imperative to get a meaningful 
understanding of stressors before discussing the theories of stress. 
Romas and Sharma (2000) noted that stressors are environmental happenings that have the 
potential to produce stress. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) define stressors as “demands from 
the internal or external environment that we perceive as harmful or threatening” (p. 19). 
According Romas and Sharma (2000), stressors can be divided into recent events (events 
occurring in the past year), and remote stressors (these include childhood events and events 
that occurred before the past year). There are also chronic stressors, which occur frequently 
and that people encounter almost every day.  
Stressors, as cited in Romas and Sharma (2000), do not necessarily start as distinct 
events, but continue as problematic conditions, can have longer duration, and do not 
necessarily end with self-limiting resolutions. The next section focuses on the development of 
stress with a view to understanding the development of stress systematically.  Lazarus (1991) 
states that stress arises when demands appraised by the individual exceed internal and 
external resources available to that individual. The manner in which one perceives a 
particular threat and the availability or unavailability of support for an individual at that 
particular time in order to cope with the stressful event influence the development of stress. 
Lazarus’ (1991) definition of stress postulates two important processes within the 
person-environment transaction of stress. 
 
2.3. Cognitive appraisal model of stress 
Romas and Sharma (2000) and Lazarus and Folkman (1984) state that the cognitive 
appraisal model of stress is regarded as an interactional model of stress as it is considered a 
reciprocal process between the environment’s contribution to stress and the individual’s  
strategies in dealing with such environmental conditions. The cognitive appraisal of stress is a 
mental process which comes into play if there is an imbalance between the individual’s 
perception of the demand and the person’s view of her capacity to meet the demand. The 
appraisal of an imbalance in these two factors can cause stress to arise. The perceived 
demand can be internal or from the external environment. Cognitive stressors represent any 
event that is interpreted by an individual as threatening and that result in emotional arousal, 
for example, receiving news that a loved one has been involved in an accident. It may happen 
that an individual misinterprets a harmless event and sees it as threatening. Thus, keeping 
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with the last example, the recipient of the news may assume that their loved one was 
seriously injured; however, the loved one may actually have escaped with minor injuries.  
The cognitive appraisal of stress is divided into three basic components: primary 
appraisal, secondary appraisal, and coping. Primary appraisal is about whether something of 
relevance to the individual’s wellbeing occurs. Lazarus (1991) states that primary appraisal is 
based upon previous experience and knowledge about oneself, and knowledge of the event, 
which would enable one to determine if there is a threat. It is also about whether one sees the 
event as irrelevant, positive, or negative.  Lazarus (1991) further notes that primary appraisal 
can be divided into three components. The first component is goal relevance which describes 
the extent to which an encounter refers to issues about which the person cares. Goal 
congruence, the second component, describes the extent to which an event proceeds in 
accordance with one’s personal goals. This means that if conditions are favourable, a 
positively toned emotion is likely to be aroused; if the conditions thwart what the person 
wants, negative emotion is sure to follow. The third aspect of primary appraisal is a type of 
ego-involvement. This component is concerned withaspects of personal commitment, such as 
self-esteem, moral values, ego-identity, etc. It also has to do with the role of diverse goals in 
shaping an emotion. An example is guilt, as it depends on the person’s moral values and 
anxiety due to an uncertain threat that has existential implications for one’s identity or life. 
The secondary appraisal of stress occurs at the same time as primary appraisal and depends 
mainly on the timing of life transitions. This means that if a life event occurs when it is not 
expected, the event could lead to the development of stress for that individual. Such an event 
could, for example, be unplanned pregnancy while at school. This aspect of stress appraisal is 
mainly composed of self-blame.  
 Blame or credit results mainly from the individual’s appraisal of who is to blame for 
the stressful event. Another aspect of secondary appraisal, according to Lazarus (1993), is 
coping potential, which is regarded as the person’s evaluation of the prospects for creating 
certain behavioural or cognitive operations that will positively affect a personally relevant 
encounter. The last aspect of secondary appraisal of stress, according to Lazarus (1993), is 
future expectation, which refers to the appraisal of the further course of an encounter in 
relation to goal congruence or incongruence. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) state that specific 
patterns of both primary and secondary appraisal lead to different forms of stress, such as 
harm, threat, and challenge. Harm refers to the psychological damage that has already 
occurred. Threat is the anticipation of an imminent threat. Lastly, challenge is the direct result 
5 
 
of the demands a person may have due to feelings of confidence in mastering something; 
these can be feelings of being in control of the situation. According to Cordon (1997), harm 
and loss stressors, “can elicit anger, disgust, sadness or disappointment. Threatening stressors 
can produce anxiety and challenging stressors can produce excitement” (p. 3). 
One last element that is almost always related to stress is coping. Folkman and 
Lazarus (1980) define coping as, “the cognitive and behavioural efforts made to master, 
tolerate, or reduce external and internal demands and conflicts among them” (p. 223). The 
stress process is seen as a dynamic process, as the appraisal and coping processes influence 
one another. However, Lazarus (1991) went on to warn against linking coping to stress rather 
than emotions, as coping is an integral part of emotional arousal. Lazarus (1991) was of the 
opinion that, “we should view stress, emotion and coping and existing in a part-whole 
relationship” (p. 38). The next section will focus on an ecosystemic perspective on stress by 
discussing different theories of stress, with a view to understanding stress holistically. 
 
2.4.Stress theories   
These theories focus on the specific relationship between stressors and stress. 
According to Krohne (2002), stress theories can be grouped into two categories. The first 
category is systemic stress theories, which are theories based on the physiological and 
psycho-biological origins of stress. The second category includes psychological stress 
theories, which have their origin within the field of cognitive psychology. 
 
2.4.1. Systemic stress theory  
Karasek and Theorell (1990) note that the earlier studies on stress by researchers such 
as Hans Selye were conducted in controlled environments, such as laboratories. Selye (1976) 
defines stress as “a state manifested by a syndrome which consists of all the non-specifically 
induced changes in a biologic system” (p. 64). This process was termed the General 
Adaptation Syndrome (GAS). This model of stress is based on the theory that stress is a 
physiological reaction to all stressors. This model of stress is divided into three stages. 
According to Selye (1976), the alarm reaction stage is a stage when the body prepares 
for action identifying a threat to itself. It is a fight or flight response to an emergency. The 
body becomes aroused as a response to a perceived threatening event and releases hormones 
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into the endocrine system. The body cannot remain in this heightened state for long as 
dangerous levels of adrenaline, noradrenalin and cortisol in the blood stream can be reached. 
The continuation of this state can lead to death within hours or days. 
Selye (1976) further notes that the resistance stage is when the body tries to retrieve 
its resources to fight the stressor. The body tries to adapt to the stressor as the physiological 
arousal decreases while remaining higher than normal. The organism may display few signs 
of stress and may be vulnerable to health problems. 
Finally, the exhaustion stage is noted by Selye (1976) as the stage when the body can 
no longer resist the stressor. This may happen after a severe long term stressor. This is a stage 
where the body’s energy reserves are depleted and its resistance is severely compromised. 
Should this stage continue unabated, disease and physiological destruction can lead to the 
death of the organism. 
 
2.4.2. Psychological stress theories 
Stress was later studied in the context of everyday life, as previous studies did not 
always reflect the development of stress on human beings in their natural environments. 
Research on stress in human beings evolved around 1930 and 1940 due to the impact of 
natural disasters and the First and Second World Wars (Karasek & Theorell, 1990). Thus, 
there was a transition from a focus on physical aspects to the behavioural sciences. Cox and 
Mackay (1976) note that “stress is a perpetual phenomenon arising from a comparison 
between the demand on the person and his (sic) ability to cope” (p. 110). Of even greater 
relevance is the definition by Lazarus and Folkman (1986), that “psychological stress refers 
to a relationship with the environment that the person appraises as significant for his or her 
(sic) wellbeing and in which the demands tax or exceed available coping resources” (p. 63). 
This definition leads to the following processes of stress: cognitive appraisal and coping. 
The next section will focus on systems theory and its link to the development of 
stress. 
 
2.4.3. Systems theory 
Systems theory is not limited to psychology, but is applicable to various fields of 
science such as economics, psychology, and education. De Rosnay (2004) notes that systems 
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theory developed as a result of an attempt to understand self-regulating systems and 
cybernetics. 
Lucas (1999) states that, “cybernetics is the science of effective organisation, of 
control and communication in animals and machines” (p. 1). It involves the replacement of 
the open, linear chain of cause and effect, which is familiar in most sciences with circular 
causality, which is a closed loop of emerging causes and effects that is familiar in most 
sciences.  According to Lucas (1999), cybernetic feedback comes in two forms, negative and 
positive feedback. Input and output are separated by the duration of time, as in before and 
after, or past and present. In a feedback loop, information about the result of a transformation 
or an action is sent back into the system in the form of input. Negative feedback opposes the 
input. An example of this is when there is a rise of external temperature the system will 
activate a cooling system so as to activate the normal expected temperature which is cool. De 
Rosnay (2004) mentions that if the new information results in change in the opposite 
direction to previous results, this is regarded as negative feedback. This results in the 
stabilisation of the system. Negative feedback then, leads to adaptive or goal-seeking 
behaviour, sustaining the same level, temperature, concentration, speed, and direction. Should 
the new data accelerate change in the same direction as the preceding results, then that is 
regarded as positive feedback. Positive feedback reinforces the input, in other words, it acts 
as an amplifier. De Rosnay (2004) claims that, “a positive feedback loop left to itself can lead 
only to the destruction of the system, through explosion or through the blocking of all its 
functions” (p. 1). Systems theory led to the foundations of the ecosystemic framework. 
Donald, Lazarus and Lolwana (2002) contend that systems theory “sees different 
levels and groupings of the social context as ‘systems’ where the functioning of the whole is 
dependent on the interaction between all parts” (p. 47). To understand the system as a whole 
one must examine the relationship between its different components. Systems always have 
subsystems which interact with the system as a whole. The system interacts with other 
systems. For example, the university is a system of its own, as is a family system, but in 
many ways they affect and are affected by each other. A single mother, who is also a student, 
is in an interactive relationship with different systems at different levels within the academic 
institution and her family system.  
Donald et al. (2002) state that to fully understand the functioning of any living 
system, one must consider several elements, such as goals and values, subsystems, 
communication patterns, roles, and boundaries.  Donald et al. (2002) point out that goals may 
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be clearly defined and understood by the whole system at large, or may be hidden from other 
subsystems. For example, an educational system may have clearly defined goals and values, 
but covertly have other values that are not known to every stakeholder of the educational 
system. 
Donald et al. (2002) note that subsystems within the system should ideally be 
different from each other, but it may happen that they overlap or form groupings within the 
system. An example in this regard is the males and females in a family who may group 
themselves according to gender, even though they all belong to the same microsystem, the 
family. 
Communication patterns take place between and among subsystems and help to 
harmonise the channels of interaction so that the system can function properly and efficiently. 
Tensions may, however, develop in an ecosystem because of contradictory messages 
communicated in various subsystems. Normally, every component of a system has a clearly 
defined role (Donald et al., 2002). These roles affect the functioning of the entire system.  An 
example is family members who may have different roles to play even though these roles 
may, at times, overlap or be contradictory by definition. There are also various boundaries 
that exist between subsystems and these can be either rigid (closed) or flexible (open), 
although Donald et al. (2002) indicate that it is rare to find a system that is completely rigid. 
A rigid system would not be influenced by the happenings of other subsystems as it is 
impermeable. Almost all known ecosystems are flexible and accommodate change as they are 
influenced by the happenings of other subsystems. 
Donald et al. (2002) state that human beings live in a non-static system, as the 
environment in which they live changes all the time. Changes in one subsystem also interact 
and influence changes in other subsystems. This creates interacting cycles within a system. 
It is clear that change in one subsystem also reverberates in other subsystems. A 
typical example is a life situation of a single mother who lives in poverty because of social 
factors such as a lack of education or finances. There is a strong possibility that her life 
situation will alter once she receives a better education or employment, for then systems are 
put in place to change her previously limiting life circumstances. Systems theory laid a 
foundation for the ecosystemic model of human stress. 
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2.5.  An ecosystemic model of stress 
 An ecosystem’s perspective emanates from a blend of ecological and systems 
theories. It is evidenced in the manner that living organisms function in a social context that 
is dynamic, interdependent and interactive. Living systems do not exist in isolation, which 
makes it important to study human behaviour and experiences holistically - as was the case in 
this study. 
 
2.5.1. Components of an ecosystem 
An ecosystem can be regarded as a combination of related living systems and 
ecology. Landsberg, Kruger and Nel (2005) state that a, “true ecological systems thinker 
never debates whether the cause or the solution is situated in one single system, but will 
consider the interdependence between all the systems” (p. 13). 
According to Bronfenbrenner (1997), any ecosystem has the following components, 
as illustrated in diagram 1. Microsystem, is the innermost component of the system and 
represents the immediate setting in which individuals are closely involved with each other. 
 At the innermost centre of the microsystem is an individual who is involved in 
various activities and roles. Landsberg, et al. (2005) note that, “the microsystem is 
characterised by those individuals and events closest to one’s life, and involves continual 
face-to-face contact with each person reciprocally influencing the other” (p. 11). An example 
is a single mother who may be affected positively or negatively by interactions between 
various subsystems and herself. For example, if she is ill she may experience stress due to 
having to take care of her child herself while trying to study at the same time. This could 
affect both her ability to concentrate and study and the care of her child. 
The mesosystem is a subsystem that encircles the microsystem. This component of a system 
is made up of the interrelationships between two or more microsystems of which the person 
is a part, such as the relationship between a single mother, child and parent. An example 
would be how an unsupportive home environment for the single mother would create a 
barrier to acquiring education. However, the same learner may receive support from a teacher 
at school and that may assist her in attaining education even though the home environment is 
not that supportive. 
The exosystem component encircles the mesosystem. These are settings outside the 
individual’s direct contact that affect the individual at a micro-level. At a micro level the 
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individual is not directly involved and is not an active participant. However, she may be 
influenced by what happens in other settings. A typical example is whether a single mother’s 
child has access to local health care or welfare services. The inaccessibility of the above 
mentioned services may have a negative impact on the quality of life and wellbeing of a 
single mother university student. 
The macrosystem is the largest component of an ecosystem. It involves the dominant 
social structures, belief systems, and values, politics and policies of any society or 
government. An example of this is a society that may have a perception that single mothers 
need to be treated in a punitive way because they may be regarded as people who have no 
regard for traditional values. Another example is that of a government policy which may 
stipulate that single mothers have to be in school, college or university if they are to be 
supported by the relevant government structures. 
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Diagram 1.An ecosystems model of stress: Adapted from Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 
(2005). 
 
2.6. An ecosystemic perspective on family stress 
Lazarus (1991) seems to agree with Connard and Novick (1996), who note that a 
“systems approach to human development considers the way relationships within the family 
and between the family and social environment influence individual development and family 
functioning” (p. 3). Various subsystems are discussed below with of view of gaining an in-
depth perspective of family stress. 
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Connard and Novick (1996) noted that the first subsystem is the family. This 
subsystem plays a role of strength and unity. This obviously depends on whether the family 
has the necessary resources to support the family member in need. According to Connard and 
Novick (1996), the second subsystem is informal social networks. This subsystem grows out 
of interactions with people in different settings, such as extended family and the workplace. 
Its role is to mobilise coping and adaptive strategies, providing for feedback and validation. It 
is further postulated by Connard and Novick (1996) that within these informal social 
networks there are community professionals and organisations, which make up the third 
subsystem. These are family support organisations, social workers, and counsellors, and are 
regarded as the community’s formal support structures that provide families with the 
necessary professional expertise. The fourth subsystem according to Connard and Novick 
(1996) is society at large. Society plays a large role in the formation of social policies, 
culture, and the economy. These systems may contribute negatively or positively to the 
development of stress on human beings. 
Each subsystem contributes in one way or another to the development or prevention 
of stressful conditions. Therefore, the entire system in which an individual functions should 
be considered when dealing with stress as there may be underlying factors which may not be 
easily observable. Having reviewed various theories of stress in this chapter, in the following 
chapter the researcher will explore literature that describes the different sources of stress that 
single mother university students may experience. 
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CHAPTER 3 
CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED BY SINGLE MOTHER UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 
 
The focus of this section is on literature that describes empirical research relating to 
the challenges experienced by single mothers who are studying at university. The 
ecosystemic framework discussed in chapter two will be adopted in order to organise the 
findings from the literature review. 
 
3.1. Specific challenges experienced by single mother university students  
Studies conducted by Apling (1991) revealed that there are group categories of 
university students that can be regarded as marginalised by the system. These groups of 
students include displaced homemakers, empty nesters, blue collar wives, and single mothers. 
It is important to have a systemic perspective when viewing the life situation of single 
mothers who are studying, as studies conducted by Bassuck, Browne and Bucker (1986) in 
the USA indicate that various factors contribute to the wellbeing of single mothers who are 
studying. 
Huff and Thorpe (2005) note that in United States of America (USA) single mothers 
studying at university face many challenges, including financial constraints. These single 
mothers experience both institutional and personal barriers which challenge their ability to 
learn and complete their education. Huff and Thorpe (2005) cite O’Connor (1985), and Glass 
and Rose (1984), who describe institutional barriers as policies put in place by the university 
system such as time limits on obtaining a degree, scheduling and flexibility of classes, 
support facilities, child-care, etc. 
One disturbing common theme in the reviewed literature is the poverty level of single 
mothers who are also studying. It is important to note the studies by Karger and Stoesz 
(1994) as well as Lawrence and Bernstein (1993) which highlighted the psychological risks 
associated with being a single parent, where these risks were linked to the single profound 
problem of poverty. In another study by Wells-Gladow and Ray (1984) it was revealed that 
most single mothers faced financial challenges leading to inaccessibility to medical and 
dental care and transportation. Similar findings were revealed in Reed’s (2005) study, where 
it was noted that single mothers faced challenges and barriers to education stemming from 
poverty. An important finding emerged in a study by Garfinkel and McLanahan (1986) which 
predicted that in the USA, 80% of all black children would live in a single parent family 
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before they were 18 years old, whether their parents were studying or not. Huff and Thorpe 
(2005) note what they termed the “feminization of poverty” (p.2), a situation where, in 
addition to low wages and occupational discrimination, single mothers did not receive the 
child support necessary to improve their financial circumstances. Porter (1980) cited in Huff 
and Thorpe (2005), states that, “When single mother-headed families plunge below poverty 
line, the safety net support that are supposedly designed to help her are shamefully 
inadequate” (p. 3). Huff and Thorpe (2005) agree with Lawrence and Bernstein (1993) that 
the single most profound problem faced by single parents is poverty.  
Studies in the USA, as described by Lawrence and Bernstein (1993) as well as Karger 
and Stoesz (1994), revealed that single mothers who study risk developing psychological 
problems as a result of intrapersonal challenges due to multiple roles (such as children and 
parenting concerns), self-esteem, depression, financial concerns, and academic challenges. In 
addition, a Canadian study conducted by Keating-Lefler, Hudson, Campbell-Grossman Fleck 
and Westfall (2004) revealed that stress was one of the challenges expressed by single mother 
students. These findings appear to be the direct result of internal conflict and tension a single 
mother experiences at a micro level while studying. Sanick and Maudlin (1986), Polakow, 
(1993), and Wells-Gladow and Ray (1984) all document the ‘multiple role’ strain 
experienced by single mothers who were studying. It seems that this is a mesosystemic 
pressure which results in dual role strain on single mothers who are also studying. According 
to a study by Sanick and Maudlin (1986), single mothers who studied struggled to find a 
balance between academic demands and taking care of the needs of their children. It appears 
that this dual role stress also led to guilt, as single mothers felt they were unable to meet their 
children’s emotional needs. Polakow (1993) state that single female parents in the USA, 
regardless of their marital status, felt guilty and were preoccupied with feelings of selfishness 
because of their inability to meet both family demands and academic demands at the same 
time. Karger and Stoesz (1994) also revealed that single mothers felt guilty due to the nature 
of their status as students because the society and culture they were living in was judgmental 
of their situation. It seems that these single mothers felt they were living publicly examined 
lives. Feelings of guilt are regarded as a microsystemic factor experienced by single mothers, 
but emanate from imbalances within and between other subsystems. 
Lastly, it was revealed that single mothers who were studying had more unstable 
social networks. Huff and Thorpe (2005) note that “a typical single mother who is studying in 
America receives little or no child support, is working part-time or receiving Aid to Families 
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with Dependent Children (AFDC), and may have experienced domestic violence, 
homelessness, sexual abuse and or substance abuse” (p. 1). 
Polakow’s (1993) study revealed that in the USA the availability or unavailability of 
social support systems, child care, functional transportation, and access to health care 
impacted on the single mother’s success or failure in the classroom. The lack of support from 
the structures of the ecosystem in which these mothers lived, especially from the fathers of 
their children and their immediate families, was noted in both Canadian and North American 
studies (Bassuck, Browne & Bucker, 1986; Huff & Thorpe, 2005; Lawrence & Bernstein, 
1993; Sanick & Maudlin, 1986). 
Both the USA and Canadian studies conducted by Ratel (2005) and Polakow (1993) 
indicate that single mothers studying at university perceived education as a solution to 
challenges such as financial challenges. It appears that these single mothers regard education 
as an important exosystemic factor. They were of the opinion that once they completed their 
studies, they would be in a better financial situation due to the possibility of securing better 
jobs. 
In spite of all the challenges experienced by these single mothers that were studying 
Ratel (2005) noted that single mothers were determined to succeed in their studies by making 
huge sacrifices, as they believed that after completing their studies it would be much easier to 
secure employment. According to Ratel (2005), “these participants were highly motivated to 
perform well as they viewed education as the means by which they will alter their life 
chances” (p. 5). These findings are consistent with the findings by Huff and Thorpe (2005), 
which indicated that only 10% of single mothers with university degrees in the USA were 
still on welfare. The majority (90%) of single mothers with college degrees earned well 
above the minimum wage per month. It appears that some single mothers see education as a 
source of identity and independence, even though they incur large debts to pursue their 
education (Huff & Thorpe, 2005; Johnson et al., 1998, Karger & Stoesz, 1994; Keiting-
Leifler et al., 2004; Lawrence & Bernstein, 1993). The findings of these studies indicate that 
influences such as the politics and policies of any country have a direct influence on the lives 
of the single mothers who are studying there. An example of this is a first world country such 
as Canada, which faces no serious economic challenges and has policies which attempt to 
support single mothers in attaining their dreams of getting a better education. A study by 
Ratel (2005) indicated that even attaining better levels of education was a challenge, as single 
mothers incurred large debts to pursue their education.  
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Polakow (1993) states that single mothers who were studying often felt that they had 
to legitimise being students by explaining that they were protecting their children from 
poverty. Karger and Stoesz (1994) revealed that there was a tremendous improvement in the 
living conditions of single mothers once they finished their tertiary education, as they 
normally found better employment. In that study it was revealed that the poverty rate of 
children living with single mothers with a high school education was 67% compared to the 
16% for single mothers with a college degree. Huff and Thorpe (2005) also mention that in 
1991, 78% of first year students reported that getting a good job was their main reason for 
being in college. It is then not astonishing that some single mothers sought an answer to their 
economic plight by attending a college or university. 
In South Africa, there is a lack of published literature on challenges experienced by 
single mothers who are studying, even though the 1996 findings by the Human Sciences 
Research Council (HSRC) indicated a rising rate of single parent households. The HSRC 
(1996) also noted a study by Bozolli (1995), which revealed that families headed by women 
were more vulnerable to impoverishment than other traditional family structures. Preston-
Whyte and Zondi (1992) argue that many families in South Africa were much more accepting 
of illegitimate children and as a result they were supportive of daughters who became single 
mothers. Findings by Swartz (2002) indicated that in South Africa there was a noted decline 
in fertility rates; some of the contributing factors to this phenomenon were the legalisation of 
abortion since the beginning of 1996 and easy access to contraception. However, according to 
Dickson (2002), pregnancy among adolescents has been indicated as significantly high. 
Studies by Kaufman, de Wet and Stadler (2001) revealed that Black South African teenagers 
seldom drop out of school after giving birth. This trend is attributed to the government policy 
that allows pregnant and parenting learners to stay at school. Consistent with findings in the 
USA and Canada, noted by Huff and Thorpe (2005) and Ratel (2005), in South Africa there 
seems to be a link between employment prospects and improved  quality of life and this 
possibly leads to continuation of schooling of adolescents after child birth (Kaufman, et al., 
2001). 
The research findings in studies by Bassuck et al., (1984), Huff and Thorpe (2005), 
Lawrence and Bernstein (1993), Preston-Whyte and Zondi (1992) and Wells-Gladow and 
Ray (1984) indicate that single mothers who were studying faced psychological challenges 
due to the dual role stress of studying and single parenting simultaneously. Guilt feelings 
were experienced by these single mothers as they found it difficult to find a balance between 
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their studies and child minding. These single mothers cited a lack of support from their 
immediate families and a lack of social support in general.  
The next chapter will specify the research methodology used to design and conduct 
this study. It will also indicate how data was gathered and analysed and discuss issues related 
to the validity and reliability of the current study.  
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CHAPTER 4 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
The aim of this study was to explore and describe the challenges experienced by 
single mother university students. This chapter details the research design and method used in 
this study and discusses how the trustworthiness of the study was approached. The processes 
of data collection and data analysis are also addressed in this chapter. 
 
4.1. Research design 
An exploratory descriptive approach to qualitative research was utilised in this study 
in an attempt to retain and respect the richness and complexity of human experience and to 
tap into the participants’ subjective accounts of the challenges they faced as single mother 
university students. Neuman (2000) writes that exploratory research is an approach used to 
investigate a problem about which not much is known. Struwig and Stead (2001) note that 
descriptive research is “an attempt to provide a complete accurate description of a situation” 
(p. 8). The researcher felt that a qualitative methodology would contribute towards a deeper 
and more meaningful understanding of the challenges single mothers experienced while 
studying at university. Bryman (1988) argues for this approach, stating that, “qualitative 
researchers are very interested in understanding the issues being researched from the 
perspective of the research participants” (p. 12). Taylor and Bogdan (1998) concur, stating 
that, “qualitative research is interested in understanding the meaning people have constructed, 
how they make sense of their world and the experience they have in the world” (p. 7). 
 
4.2. Selection of participants 
A purposive convenience sample, consisting of four African voluntary single mothers 
who were registered as full-time students at a university in the Western Cape Province was 
used in this study. The researcher selected single mothers who would be able to understand 
and answer the research questions in English, who were studying full-time at the identified 
university, and who lived in the university hostels without their children, as the participants 
for the study.  
As can be seen in Table 1 below, the participants were all in the age range 18 to 23 
years. Three of the participants were Xhosa speaking and one participant was Tswana 
speaking. Three of the participants were from the Eastern Cape Province and one was from 
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Limpopo Province. Their children were staying with extended family members. Three 
participants were in their second year of study at the institution while one participant was in 
her first year of study. Three of the participants were registered for the National Certificate in 
Accountancy and one participant was studying Civil Engineering. Each participant had one 
child under the age of four years who was a recipient of a government social grant. Two of 
their children were female and two were male.  
 
Ethnicity Age Child Province Recipient of a 
Social grant 
Age 
of 
child 
Sex of 
child 
Level of 
Study 
Registered 
Diploma 
Xhosa 23 1 Eastern 
Cape 
Yes 3 Female Second 
year  
National 
Certificate in 
Accountancy 
Xhosa 19 1 Eastern 
Cape 
Yes 2 Male Second 
year 
National 
Certificate in 
Accountancy 
Xhosa 18 1 Eastern 
Cape 
Yes 2 Male First 
year 
National 
Certificate in 
Accountancy 
Tswana 18 1 Limpopo Yes 1 Female Second 
year 
Civil 
Engineering 
 
Table 1. Summary of the identifying data of the participants 
 
4.3. Data collection method 
In-depth interviews were conducted by the researcher with all four participants to 
obtain their perceptions of the challenges they faced as single mother university students. 
Banister, Burman, Parker, Taylor and Tindall (1994) write that in-depth interviews explore 
precisely those areas where the interviewee perceives gaps, contradictions, and difficulties. In 
this study the researcher chose in-depth interviews to gather the data for this study as she 
sought flexibility in exploring the perceptions of the participants. This was consistent with 
Banister et al. (1994)who note that open-ended interviews allow the interviewer to present 
questions according to the position and comments of the interviewee.  
The interviews were recorded with the prior permission of the participants on an 
audio-tape. Code names were used to identify the participants on the transcripts of the 
interviews. The following single open question was posed to the participants, “What 
challenges have you experienced as a single mother who is also studying at this university?” 
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4.4. Procedure 
The medium of communication used throughout the study was English as it was the 
language of tuition used at the university where the participants were studying and all the 
participants selected were also proficient in understanding and expressing themselves in 
English.  
In keeping with ethical principles for research, the researcher first contacted the Head 
of the Research and Technology Office at the identified university, in the form of a letter (See 
Appendix 1 to seek permission to conduct the study. A colleague of the researcher, who 
worked closely with students in a peer-helping project, was approached with the request to 
inform these students of the proposed study. This was done in order to procure participants. 
An introductory meeting was subsequently arranged by the researcher with all the interested 
prospective participants, to inform them in greater detail about the purpose and nature of the 
study. The researcher explained that she was an Intern Psychologist registered at the Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan University, in Port Elizabeth in the Eastern Cape. She explained that 
she was conducting research required for partial fulfilment of her degree. The students were 
informed that permission to conduct the study at the university had been obtained from the 
Department of Psychology. The researcher also explained that to gather data for the study she 
needed to interview a number of voluntary single mothers who were studying at the 
university.  
Four students who met the inclusion criteria volunteered to participate in the study. 
The researcher then explained the content of the consent form (Appendix 2) and gave the 
participants enough time to read it and ask questions before they signed the document. At this 
time participants were also informed that they were at liberty to ask questions with regard to 
any aspect of the study. It was explained to the participants that the interviews would be 
audio-taped and they all consented to this.  The participants were informed that all their data 
would be handled confidentially and that they would remain anonymous throughout the 
study. The researcher also reassured the participants that once the study was completed they 
would be provided with individual feedback about the findings of the study. 
The participants were interviewed in the researcher’s office at the Centre for Student 
Counselling and Development. Data was gathered from the four participants individually, 
through one in-depth interview per participant. The duration of the interviews was fifty to 
sixty minutes; each interview began with the research question, “What challenges have you 
experienced as a single mother who is also studying at this university?” These interviews 
were recorded on an audio-tape and transcribed by the researcher (see Appendix 3). 
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 4.5. Data analysis 
Marshall and Rossman (1999) state that, “data analysis is the process of bringing 
order and meaning to the mass of collected data and entails a search for general statements 
and about relationships and among categories of data” (p. 150). In this study, after the data 
had been transcribed, it was analysed using the eight steps of data analysis, proposed by 
Tesch (1990). These eight steps are as follows: 
i) The process of data analysis began with the researcher reading attentively through 
all the transcripts in order to understand the responses and get an overall 
impression of the data. 
ii) All transcripts were re-read in an attempt to get at the underlying meanings. The 
researcher’s thoughts were noted in the margins of the transcripts. 
iii) A list of outstanding or prominent topics was then compiled by the researcher. 
Related topics were clustered together in columns that formed major topics, and 
unique topics were also noted. 
iv) Similar and unique topics were then abbreviated and assigned a code and old 
themes were checked and confirmed. 
v) Data was compared to the structure to determine if the structure represented the 
most descriptive exposition of the data. The descriptive wording of topics was 
examined and converted into categories. Topics that were found to be related to 
each other were reduced to categories and the researcher indicated their 
interrelationships by drawing lines between related categories. 
vi) A final decision on the abbreviation of each category was made and the codes 
were alphabetised.  
vii) The data belonging to each category were assembled and a preliminary analysis 
was performed. 
viii) Where necessary the existing data were re-coded. 
The next section will focus on how the accuracy of the research findings was 
determined. 
 
4.6. Trustworthiness   
It is important that any qualitative study provides trustworthy data. Lincoln and Guba 
(1985) propose that a qualitative study can only be regarded as trustworthy if it is worth 
paying attention to. Trustworthiness is the assessment of believability or credibility of the 
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research findings. In this study the following criteria, proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985), 
were used to achieve trustworthiness: 
i) Truth value determines the credibility of a qualitative study. In this study, this 
criterion was met by the researcher reporting back preliminary findings to the 
participants who were asked to comment on their accuracy. One of the participants 
was involved from the design of the project to the checking of interpretations and 
conclusions, as suggested by Creswell (1994). This process also increased the 
richness of the final report.  
ii) Trustworthiness may also be determined by confirmability, which refers to the degree 
to which the results are confirmed or corroborated by others.  In this study, a 
colleague of the researcher, who is familiar with qualitative research, confirmed 
findings by independently going through the data and identifying the themes and 
categories as found by the researcher. 
 
 This chapter provided a detailed discussion of the methodology used in the study. The 
next chapter reflects how the principles discussed above were employed to arrive at the 
findings of the study. 
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     CHAPTER 5 
FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 
 
This chapter reveals the findings that emerged from an analysis of the data according 
to Tesch’s (1990) model of data analysis, discussed in the previous chapter. The themes that 
emerged from the analysis of the participants’ interviews, regarding the challenges they 
experienced as single mothers while studying at university, are summarised according to an 
ecosystemic framework. Each category is discussed individually, with relevant quotations 
from the interview data attributed to the relevant participants. The challenges experienced by 
each of the participants are identified and highlighted in themes. 
 
5.1. Research themes 
Table 1 below summarises the themes which emerged from the participants’ 
interviews. These themes denote the challenges faced by the participants as single mothers 
studying at a university. 
 
Ecological  
Level 
    Category Sub-category 
Microsystem 1. Concern for general well-
being of their children. 
1.1 Difficulty in focusing on studies. 
Mesosystem 2. Dual role stress. 2.1 Difficulty in being a single mother and student at the 
same time. 
Exosystem 3. The importance of 
tertiary education for 
finding future 
employment. 
 
4. Separation of mother and 
child. 
3.1 A need for tertiary education to increase the likelihood 
of obtaining future employment. 
3.2 Parents perception that tertiary education is required 
for a better future. 
 
 4.1 Wish to stay with their children. 
4.2 Perception of inadequate university policies that 
prevent separation of single mother students and their 
children. 
 4.3 Feelings of stress due to separation of mother and 
child. 
Macrosystem 5. Financial challenges 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.1 Concern about repayment of National Student 
Financial Aid Scheme loans. 
5.2 Government social grants inadequate for all the needs 
of their children. 
5.3 Insufficient finances to pay for: 
-medical aid scheme 
-food and books 
5.4 Feelings of guilt due to financial dependency on 
parents. 
5.5 Financial strain experienced by their families.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
Table 2. An overview of the challenges experienced by the participants 
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 These themes will be discussed in detail and will follow their order of prevalence as 
revealed by the participants: 
 
5.1.1 Financial challenges 
All the participants experienced financial difficulties. Ecosystemically, this theme is 
regarded as a macro-systemic factor that affects single mothers at a micro level. The section 
below highlights the nature of these financial challenges. 
All the participants were beneficiaries of the National Student Financial Aid Scheme 
(NSFAS). This scheme requires the recipients to repay the loan immediately after their 
studies are completed. Although they appreciated the assistance, the participants were 
concerned that once they graduated and started working, they would have a huge debt to pay 
while still having to provide for their children. Participant A was of the view that it would 
take her years to pay off her study loan when she said, “Yes, a lifetime debt”. Participant B 
also made it clear that she would be financially strained due to the repayment of NSFAS. She 
conveyed this concern as follows: 
I do not think I will manage, but I will pay, I just don’t think I will get 
those things I want early. I will delay; maybe I will buy a house after many 
years. I will buy my house after many years because of loan interest.  
Thus, the participants reckoned that it would take them many years to recover 
financially as they would have to pay back their financial aid loan and simultaneously 
provide for their children’s urgent needs immediately on finding employment. But, while 
they felt stressed by the financial challenges, they did not feel completely overwhelmed by 
them as their parents were also helping them financially. Participant C perceived financial 
challenges as stressful but was coping with occasional financial support from her parents. She 
said, “It’s a bit stressing but you are trying to cope, you know parents can help sometimes.”                 
The children of the participants were all beneficiaries of government social grants due 
to inability of their mothers to support them financially. The participants perceived these 
grants as inadequate to meet the changing needs of their children. Participant A illustrated 
this as follows: “No! It’s not enough, because he goes to crèche now.” While participant C 
noted the inadequacy of the social grant by saying: “Not really, ‘cause (because) the needs 
are more.” These assertions indicate that the participants considered the amount of the social 
grant insufficient to meet the needs of their children.  
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It seems that feelings of guilt were a subcategory of challenges found among 
participants as a result of financial dependency upon other family members, most notably 
their parents. Participant A illustrated these feelings as of guilt by saying: 
It is difficult to be a single parent, like I am not working, I am a student, 
my mother does all the things for my baby, he goes to a crèche, she pays 
for that and she sends me money and in the middle of the month. It is hard 
when I do not have any money, to ask for money.  
Participant B shared participant A’s view that financial dependency on their parents, who 
were also taking care of their grandchildren, was a challenge of its own: 
You know I feel very… (Sighs), I feel pity for my mom because she is 
more like a single parent because my dad passed away five years ago; she 
has to send me money whilst taking care of my child. It’s working on my 
(pointing at her heart).  
A subcategory of financial strain, financial dependence upon her parents was explained by 
participant C as follows: 
I think its finance, because you’ve got to support your child and on the 
other hand you’ve got to study so parents do not usually accommodate 
those financial needs. What can I say? They are not in a position to, they 
are strained. They have to support your kid and on the other hand they 
have to support you, so those are the difficulties. 
Financial challenges emerged as the dominant theme among all the participants. It 
also appeared that even though all the participants were getting financial relief from the 
government and from their parents, the amount of money was simply not enough to support 
themselves and their children and pursue their education demands, such as buying stationery 
and food at the same time. 
 
5.1.2 Concern for the general wellbeing of the child 
Another challenge that emerged from the interviews was that in spite of financial 
challenges experienced by participants, they remained concerned for the wellbeing of their 
children. This micro-systemic theme stemmed from the single mothers’ concern about 
whether their children were well and being taken care of adequately, as none of the 
participants were living with their children. The following statement by participant B clearly 
highlights the distressing psychological impact the concern of these mothers for their children 
had on their studies: 
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There was this one time I had to write a test, I could not because somebody 
called because my baby had flu, like serious, so I was very worried. I 
could not go and write. I had to go and lie to my lecturers that I was sick 
so I could not write the test and it was difficult for me to write the sick test 
because it is more difficult the second time around and I apparently failed 
that test, but it was just a Tut (tutorial).  
Participant A indicated that she wanted to be with her child, to guide her and give her child 
an opportunity to get to know her better as a mother. She expressed this in the following way: 
“I want to guide her, mould her and I want her to know me better as a mom”.  
Furthermore, there were also indications that the participants found it hard to focus on 
their studies at times. In this regard, Participant A said, “It affects my studies so it’s not easy 
being away from your child and you have to study at the same time.” 
All the participants indicated their concern for the welfare of their children even 
though there was not much they could do to improve that situation as they were studying full 
time and were not staying with their children. 
 
5.1.3 Separation of mother and child  
As has been indicated, none of the participants were staying with their children. Three 
participants voiced their wish to stay with their children. Participant C indicated that she was 
not living a normal life expected of a person with a child by saying, “Maybe, if I can get a 
place to stay, maybe with my child, then we can live as normal human  beings, have 
everything, shelter, when she is sick I (can) take her to hospital”.  
This is regarded as an exosystemic concern as she voiced her wish to stay 
with her child as any mother would like to be there when her child needed her. 
Participant B perceived the government as being able to play an important part in preventing 
her from being separated from her child. She wished that policies could be put in place to 
ensure that mothers who were studying were not separated from their children. She saw a 
possibility of staying with her child, since she was paying residence fees in any case. She 
suggested the following: 
I think the government should make a policy that we can stay with our 
children, because you pay for residence so it’s more like you are renting. 
When you are renting a flat it’s your own flat, you are supposed to do what 
or stay with whoever you want to stay with. So, they would allow us to 
stay with our babies… 
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The participants had a strong desire that the university support them by, maybe, opening a 
day care centre for their children so that they were not separated from their children for long 
periods of time. 
 Participant D made the following suggestion concerning her need to be near her 
child: 
Maybe, if there could be a place for the children, the crèche. Where there 
could be a place for the children, the crèche, where they can be next to 
their mothers near the university, so that their mothers can be near them, 
maybe it would be better. Because for instance here at school they do not 
allow us to stay with the babies, there is no place that can accommodate 
them.  
All the participants experienced feelings of stress associated with separation from their 
children as they felt they were not really in touch with the development of their children. 
Participant B expressed her feelings of stress due to her separation from her child as follows: 
I face a challenge of not seeing my child, because she is in the Eastern 
Cape with my mother and I am losing out on how fast she is growing. I 
have missed on (her) the first year of growing up. It has not been easy 
because (mhh --- she sighs) I left her when she was three months. 
Participant B was really vocal in expressing her sad feelings due to her separation from her 
child. In her statement that, “It hurts, it hurts … cause he started walking when I was not 
there and she (mom) phoned saying my child is walking, so it hurts.”, it appeared that she 
supported the sentiments of participant A.  
The views of participant A and B regarding the separation from their children 
appeared to be congruent with what was said by participant D, who revealed that, “First,  I 
can say to stay away from your baby is not an easy thing as sometimes you miss her, and 
sometimes maybe she is not comfortable where she is.”  
As noted before, the participants had to be separated temporarily from their children 
so that they could pursue their university education. Their places of residence were a 
considerable distance from where their children were staying. This study highlighted that the 
majority of the participants wanted to stay with their children whilst pursuing their studies. 
  
5.1.4 The importance of tertiary education in finding future employment. 
All the participants viewed higher education as an important tool to improve their life 
situation. For participant B, empowering herself with tertiary education was of utmost 
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importance as she was of the view that it was getting more difficult to find employment with 
a grade 12 certificate. In this regard she noted that: 
In our days you cannot just take off from school and go look for a job, you 
have to have your qualification and experience, you cannot just have 
standard ten certificate and think that you going to have a job. It’s difficult; 
you have to gain your qualification….. I mean before I had a baby it was 
just as important because my parents wanted me to be something in life so 
that when they pass away they know that they have done something for 
me. Education is very important for them and for me also.  
 
Participant C agreed with participant B as she noted that: 
I work very hard when I think about that, I mean that is something that 
makes me work hard as think I have a baby at home. I know for me to be 
able to take care of my child I have to find a good job, through finishing 
my degree. At the end I want to see myself somewhere (Looking up). 
Two of the participants made it clear that they hoped that education would improve their 
chances of getting future employment so that they could provide for their children. 
 
5.1.5 Dual role stress 
It was evident from the interviews that the participants experienced stress due to their dual 
roles. These roles involved them being single mothers and university students at the same 
time. This is how participant D described her challenge in this regard: “…another thing when 
you study, you just think what is going on at home…sometimes I can see that it is not good at 
all to have a baby before you complete the studies because those things sometimes disturb 
you.” 
Participant C agreed, “You’ve got to support your child on the other hand you’ve got to 
study”.  
Based on what was said by these participants, it is clear that single mothers 
experienced stress due to multiple role strain. In the next chapter these findings will be 
discussed in view of the theoretical and empirical literature relevant to this study. 
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CHAPTER 6 
DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 
 
This chapter discusses the challenges that the single mother university students who 
participated in this study experienced in relation to relevant theory and the published research 
discussed in chapters two and three respectively. 
 In the current study, the single mothers who were studying were involved in many 
activities as part of their course work. These activities included attending classes, consulting 
lecturers, preparing for tests and examinations, while simultaneously having to function as a 
mother, albeit separated from their children. Single mothers co-exist with other people within 
the community. These interrelationships between the different systems can, at times, give rise 
to challenges that can put pressure on the coping abilities of those who live within such 
complex contexts. In line with the findings of the current study reviewed literature indicate 
that in the United States of America by Huff and Thorpe (2005) note that single mothers 
studying at university face many challenges such as financial challenges, child-care, 
transportation, academic adjustment, and lack of confidence. Also in the USA, Lawrence and 
Bernstein (1993) and Karger and Stoesz (1994) found that single mothers who were studying 
were at risk of developing psychological problems due to multiple roles involved in parenting 
and academic challenges. Studies conducted by Keating-Lefler et al. (2004) revealed that 
stress due to financial instability was the major challenge expressed by single mothers.  
 
6.1. Financial challenges 
This finding can be seen to be influenced by policies at a macro-level which have 
major influence on an individual at a micro level. Huff and Thorpe (2005) reported that 
financial concerns were a major problem for single mothers who were studying. Single 
mother students who participated in the current study were from poor socio-economic 
backgrounds. This is evidenced by the fact that all the participants had qualified on the basis 
of socio-economic need to receive financial assistance from the NSFAS. This is not because 
they were given special preference because they were single mothers, but because 
government policy stipulates that any person from a low income family who aspires to study 
at tertiary level should be granted a study loan. The socio-economic status of the participants 
is consistent with the findings of the study conducted in Canada by Norton and Glick (1986) 
cited in Nelson (1986). Their findings revealed that the vast majority of single mothers came 
30 
 
from disadvantaged backgrounds, characterised by high poverty rates and relatively low 
education levels, and constituted a group with pressing social needs. This finding is supported 
by Donald, et al. (2002), who note that individuals who experience poverty are more prone to 
health and safety risks associated with malnutrition, disease, infection, and injury than those 
who are not poor.  
In the current study the financial assistance that single mothers received from NSFAS 
only met their academic and subsistence needs, and required that that they repay the loan 
once they have found employment. One of the challenges mentioned by the participants in 
the current study was their deep concern for their ability to pay back the loan to NSFAS, as 
repayment depended on whether and when they obtained employment after completion of 
their studies. This is consistent with the findings by Ratel (2005), which revealed that in 
Canada, single mothers who are studying incurred large debts to pursue their education and 
the debt accumulated. As a result some of them had to look for part-time jobs to provide 
school supplies for their children. 
The single mothers in this study voiced their concerns about insufficient finances to 
contribute to a medical aid fund so that their children could get better medical assistance 
when they were ill. The challenge of inadequate finances appears consistently in the reviewed 
literature (Keating-Lefler et al., 2004; Ratel, 2005; Wells-Gladow & Ray, 1984). Health care 
and hospitals were identified as outside of the individual’s direct contact, but impacted on the 
individual at a micro-level. 
All the participants’ children in the current study were beneficiaries of financial grants 
from the Department of Welfare. However, it was clear that these single mothers viewed the 
amount they received through these grants as inadequate to support their children. 
Government policies on social grants do not take sufficient cognisance of the unique micro 
economic situations affecting single parents in South Africa compared to similar findings in 
the USA (Huff & Thorpe, 2005) mentioned in chapter two. In the USA, many single mothers 
receive assistance from federal or state resources, including food stamps and a child care 
program. The current sample of single mothers in South Africa shows that the child social 
grant is not adequate to cover the needs of a child. Porter (1980) cited in Huff & Thorpe 
(2005) notes that: 
not only are typical benefits far below the poverty threshold, but the 
so called welfare reform programs ostensibly designed to help 
recipients to develop economic self-sufficiency are actually thinly 
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disguised punitive measures which demean recipients and push them 
off of welfare but maintain them in poverty(p. 3). 
 
It must be remembered that single mother students have to pay back their NSFAS 
loan once they find employment, have to continue paying for the education of their children, 
find safe and secure accommodation for themselves and their children, pay medical bills, and 
secure a viable means of transport. It appears that the financial situations of the participants in 
the current study are similar to those in Canada noted by Ratel (2005), where mothers who 
were studying were challenged financially and also incurred large debts to pursue their 
education. Huff and Thorpe (2005) were of the view that without the adequate support of a 
social assistance system, most low-income single parents in the USA who aspired to be in 
professions requiring a university degree would not be able to attend university. 
 
 6.2. The concern for general well-being of the child 
All the participants interviewed in the current study expressed tremendous concern for 
the wellbeing of their children who were living with extended family members. As was noted 
in chapter three of the current study, Huff and Thorpe (2005) maintain that inadequate 
provision of accommodation, food, clothing, and childcare facilities could negatively impact 
on the academic success or failure of the single mother who is studying. These also impact 
her relationship with and ability to care for her child. Their study reflects directly the 
ecosystemic influences on the single mother at a micro level.  According to Figure 1, these 
influences constitute welfare, extended family, and local health care system involvement. 
Basic needs, such as support from extended family and systems such as health facilities, are 
actually important for the wellbeing of any person. If a single mother who is also studying 
has to constantly worry about the wellbeing of her child, it will impact on her studies and 
expose her to the psychological risks such as stress and depression, as described by Huff and 
Thorpe (2005), Karger and Stoesz (1994), and Lawrence and Bernstein (1993) and discussed 
in chapter three. 
 
 6.3. Separation of mother and child 
The majority of the participants expressed a desire to stay with their children and also 
hoped that the university could in future provide a suitable residence that would 
accommodate them in this regard. They were concerned about the impact of separation 
between themselves and their children. This was found to be consistent with the findings of a 
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study conducted by Wells-Gladow, et al. (1986) which revealed that single mothers also 
faced the challenge of finding suitable places to accommodate themselves and their children 
as they also thought it was appropriate that they stay with their children. Polakow (1993) state 
that single female parents in the USA, regardless of their financial status, felt guilty and were 
preoccupied with feelings of selfishness because of their inability to meet both family 
demands and academic demands.  
In this study, the mothers of the participants, who lived in the Eastern Cape and 
Limpopo Province, were the ones who were taking care of their children while their mothers 
were at university. If the policies and facilities were to be provided by the government, it 
would enable single mother students to stay with their children and avoid the stress of their 
children being separated from them, especially in their children’s formative years. 
It is pertinent to refer to the research conducted by Preston-Whyte and Zondi (1992) 
which revealed that African families were more supportive of single mothers and their 
children than their Canadian and American counterparts. This was reflected in the findings of 
Bassuk et al. (1986), which indicated that single mothers in the USA received less social 
support from their families and had unstable social networks. It appears that the financial 
support single mothers in the current study received from their immediate families and the 
government allowed them to focus on their studies to a certain degree. If relevant policies and 
facilities were to be provided by the government, single mothers would be able to stay with 
their children and avoid the stress of their children being separated from them.  
 
6.4. Importance of tertiary education in finding future employment 
Single mothers in this study regarded higher education as important and believed that 
their economic situation would be improved if they attained university education. This 
exosystemic factor, associated with the current high rate of unemployment in South Africa, 
created the perception amongst the participants that their chances of finding decent 
employment would increase if they obtained tertiary education. This perception was 
supported by research by Huff and Thorpe (2005) which found that only 10% of single 
mothers in his study, who attended university between 1985 and 1991, were still on welfare, 
while 90% of the single mothers were employed. Furthermore, Karger and Stoesz (1994) 
found that the poverty level of children who were living with single mothers with only high 
school education was 67%, compared to 16% for those of single mothers with college 
degrees. 
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 6.5. Dual role stress  
 In this study, single mothers who were studying experienced emotional difficulties 
because they were concurrently full-time students and single parents. Even though their 
children were staying with extended families, these single mothers experienced stress as they 
had to concentrate on their studies and at the same time were concerned about the wellbeing 
of their children. Polakow (1993)asserts that single mothers who were studying needed all the 
support possible from all the components of the system in order for them to complete their 
studies, find better employment, and be responsible parents to their children.  
In this study, single mothers mentioned that they were stressed by their dual roles of 
being a student and a mother simultaneously. This suggests that single mothers would benefit 
from additional support systems that could play various roles, such as advocating on their 
behalf, and providing support structures and groups for them to learn to cope better with the 
demands of dual roles. 
It was also noted in the current study that the participants experienced feelings of guilt 
as a result of their financial dependence on their parents, and not being able to witness the 
early development of their children. This is consistent with the findings of Polakow (1993), 
mentioned in chapter three, who found that parents who were studying, irrespective of their 
marital status, felt guilty and were preoccupied with feelings of selfishness as a result of not 
fulfilling their family responsibilities. According to Polakow (1993), parents who were 
studying often felt they had to legitimise their studies. 
In conclusion, the ecosystemic theoretical framework of family stress helps illustrate 
the findings logically. This theoretical framework provided a comprehensive or holistic view 
of the challenges experienced by single mothers that were studying at university. 
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
This chapter concludes this treatise by presenting a brief overview of the research 
findings and the limitations of the study.  It also offers a number of recommendations for 
future research. 
 
7.1. Conclusions 
Challenges experienced by single mothers who are university students were identified 
in this study. Five major categories of challenges emerged which were discussed in relation 
to relevant theory and published research studies in the previous chapter. 
A major concern for single mothers who are studying at university was financial 
challenges, which emerged from the macro-system but reverberated at a micro level. One 
major financial challenge for all participants was the repayment of their study loans. The 
participants were also of the opinion that government social grants were inadequate to 
provide adequately for the needs of their children, in particular for health care. A further 
macro-systemic challenge presented itself in the form of securing opportunities for better 
employment with a tertiary education qualification. The current sample of single mothers 
who were studying at university perceived tertiary education as important in finding future 
employment, due to the current socio-economic conditions in South Africa. These results 
were found to be consistent with previous research findings. 
Since the university did not provide any facilities for single mothers to allow them to 
study and care for their child simultaneously, single mothers in the study were faced with 
challenges from the exosystem, which resulted in concerns about being separated from their 
children. This concern was compounded on the microsystemic level, as separation from their 
children subjected them to constant personal concerns about their children’s wellbeing. As a 
result, these single mothers found it difficult to focus simultaneously on their dual roles as 
students and mothers. 
The Human Sciences Research Council (1996) identified the rise of single parent 
families as a social challenge in South Africa. These findings are a cause for concern as 
literature indicates that single mothers who are studying will find it hard to survive single-
handedly without any support from their immediate communities and the broader society in 
which they live.  
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This study concludes that single mothers who study at university need active support 
from various societal subsystems in order to meet the many ecosystemic challenges they face. 
 
7.2. Limitations 
As this study was exploratory, descriptive and qualitative in nature, it employed only 
a small number of participants at one particular university, the generalisation of the findings 
are limited. Furthermore, the sample of participants in this study was not representative of all 
single mothers studying at South African universities, as it did not represent the diverse, 
multi-racial and multilingual make-up of this country. Similarly, the language in which the 
interviews were conducted was not the participants’ and interviewer’s first language and that 
could have, to some extent, influenced the manner in which the participants described their 
challenges as single mothers studying at university. 
 
7.3. Recommendations 
As mentioned above, the generalisation of the findings of the current study is 
extremely limited because of the non-random selection and small number of participants. In 
the interests of increased generalisation and representation of single mothers that are 
studying, it is recommended that future research select participants from all South African 
universities. In addition, the triangulation of qualitative and quantitative research approaches 
and data gathering methods would increase the validity of future findings for the broader 
South African context. Future research related to the study should also represent the racial 
diversity of South Africa and include university service providers to single mother university 
students, such as student counsellors or advisors, the families of single mother university 
students, and single parent fathers studying at university. It is also recommended that future 
interviews should ideally be conducted in the mother tongues of the participants so as to 
allow the participants to express themselves more freely. 
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Research and Technology Office 
Cape Peninsula University of Technology (Bellville Campus) 
Symphony Way 
Bellville 
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I am a registered student at Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University in Port Elizabeth. Presently I am a registered Intern 
Psychologist at the Department of Student Counselling at Cape Peninsula University of Technology (Bellville Campus). 
 
As part of the requirements for my degree in Counselling Psychology I am required to conduct research. The topic of my 
research is AN EXPLORATORY STUDY OF THE CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED BY SINGLE MOTHERS STUDYING AT 
UNIVERSITY. 
 
I hereby request your permission to conduct interviews, which will take approximately forty five minutes each, with a 
maximum of seven students at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology (Bellville Campus) as part of the above 
research study. It will be highly appreciated if you could assist me in this endeavour. 
Please be assured that I will at all times adhere to all the ethical research requirements in conducting this research.  
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Yolisa Mapasa        Professor C.N. Hoelson  
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APPENDIX 2 
 
CONSENT FORM 
 
Researcher: Yolisa Yvonne Mapasa 
 
Title of the research study: AN EXPLORATORY STUDY OF THE CHALLENGES SINGLE MOTHERS 
EXPERIENCE AT UNIVERSITY 
 
As a participant in this study  
 
• I understand that that I will be interviewed for approximately forty five minutes. 
• I will be informed of the outcome and any benefits associated with my participation in this research 
project. 
• My participation will be anonymous and voluntary, and I may decide to discontinue my participation 
without penalty at any time during the research.  
• I understand that upon completion of this study, the researcher will provide me with a brief written 
description of the findings of the research.  
• I may contact the researcher, Yolisa Yvonne Mapasa at yoli@sun.ac.za if I have any concerns or 
questions about the research or my participation. 
 
By signing below, I agree to participate in this study and acknowledge that I have received a copy of this 
consent form. 
 
 
……………………     …………………………. 
Participant’s signature     Date 
 
 
 
By signing below, I confirm that I have agreed to include the above named participant in the research and I 
attest that the participant has been fully informed of her rights as a participant. 
 
 
 
…………………………     …………………………. 
Researcher’s signature     Date 
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APPENDIX 3 
 
A sample of an interview (Participant B) 
 
Y What challenges have you experienced or difficulties have you experienced as a single mother who is 
also studying here at school? 
 
P I face a challenge of not seeing my child, because she is in Eastern Cape with my mother and I am 
losing out on how fast she is growing. I have missed on the first year of growing up. It has not been easy 
because (Mhh - She thinks) I left her when she was 3 months. When my mother calls me sometimes 
saying that she’s (Baby) got flu, she has got fever or something I worry very much, it affects my studies 
so it’s not easy being away from your child and you have to study at the same time. 
 
Y What other challenges have you experienced here at school in particular? 
 
P There was this one time I had to write test., I could not because somebody called because my baby had a 
flue and it was, like, serious so I was very worried I could not go and write. I had to go and lie to my 
lecturers that I was sick so I could not write the test and it was difficult for me to  write the sick test 
because it is more difficult the second time around and apparently I failed that test, but it was just 
Tut.(Tutorial) 
 
Y Is the child not on medical aid fund? 
 
P No! We depend on the Grant and my mother has a small business. 
 
Y Ok. How much are you getting from the social grant? 
 
P It’s hundred and …. hundred and seventy rand. 
 
Y So basically you have to buy food, buy clothes, take care of her medical needs and there is no medical 
aid? 
 
P And she has to pay money for me too, to buy grocery and stuff, here at school. 
 
Y So, basically you have been experiencing some financial difficulties as a single mother who is also 
studying? How do you feel when your Mom has to send you money out of nothing? 
 
P Yha (Yes)! You know I feel very …. I feel pity for my Mom because she is more like a single parent 
because my Dad passed away five years ago, so has to send me money whilst taking care of my child. 
It’s working on my (She looks down and points on her chest heart). 
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Y Heart? 
 
P Yes 
 
Y This does not have any impact on your studies? But then you said it does, because there was one time 
you ended up not writing your test? 
 
P It does, but you know… when you have that thing you say, “I have to work hard for my baby, I mean 
even for my Mom”. Yes.  
 
Y So basically, who is funding your studies now? 
 
P NSFAS 
 
Y So, once you start working you still have to pay, I understand? 
 
P Ja! (Yes!) 
 
Y And the father of your baby, is he supporting your baby? 
 
P He is a student also, but he tries. He studies also. 
 
Y Is here at the University 
 
P No, he is at Fort Hare 
 
Y So basically, you are saying to me you have financial constraints? 
 
P MHz… (Thinking)(Thinks) Yes. 
 
Y And also the fact that you miss your child so much as you feel like you are losing out on her 
developmental wellbeing. 
 
P Yes 
 
Y And also, Health issues are of concern to you as you do not have money when your child is sick and that 
you feel you cannot survive on the R170.00  Social Grant. 
 
P Yes 
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Y Otherwise you are comfortable with the fact that you are not staying with your child? 
 
P No, No I am not comfortable at all! 
 
Y Why can’t you bring your child to CPTN? 
 
P Ah... Because I do not have any relatives here and here at school there is a policy that one cannot be 
allowed to stay with a baby.  
 
Y So with relatives, how were they going to help you? 
 
P At least they would take care of the baby and I would know that could go to the location whenever I felt 
like to check the baby. 
 
Y So you are saying you could get some form of support from them. 
 
P Ja (Yes) 
 
Y O.k. I understand. Is there anything you would like to say with regards to challenges of being a single 
mother who is studying? 
 
P Ja (Yes). (Yes) I just think something should be done, I am not saying it is right for a teenager to fall 
pregnant and all that stuff, but then, since it is happening you know, I think I am asking for more support 
system that is helping single parents students because it is really no fair on the baby and the mother to be 
apart. The miles between Eastern Cape and Western Cape is very far, you know, anything can happen to 
my baby and I would not be there to help her out, you know. 
 
Y So you generally feel there should be something else happening to support you in any way, o.k.? 
 
P (She nods her head). 
 
Y What else do you think should be done to improve the situation? 
 
P Eh! (She sighs)  I think  The government should make a…(plan) to say that for single parents , because 
you pay for residence so it’s more like a you are renting , when you are renting a flat it’s your place , 
you are supposed to do what or stay with whoever you want to stay with. So, they would allow us to stay 
with our babies, even if they allow something like a crèche to take your child. And you can organize 
something like that. To take your child to a Day Care Centre, you know it would help a lot. 
 
Y Why are you studying whereas you are supposed to go out and look for a job? 
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 P Ah! In our days, you cannot just take off from school and go look for a job, you have to have your 
qualification and experience; you cannot just have STD 10. Certificate and think that you going to get a 
job, it’s difficult; you have to gain your qualification. 
 
Y Why is it so important for you to get a job? 
 
P For my baby, I mean before I had a baby it was just as important because my parents wanted me to be 
something in life so that when they pass away they know that they have done something for me. 
Education was very important for them and for me also. But now I have this feeling that I have to do it 
for my baby. 
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